
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019                            1112 
 

Aparna. R 

Research Scholar in English 

Kannur University 

Kerala, India 

aparnakappad@rediffmail.com        

 

Obstructive Obstinacy of Orthodoxy as Represented in Jonathan Livingston Seagull and 

“Vazhivettunnavarot” 

 

Abstract 

Richard Bach’s novella Jonathan Livingston Seagull and N. N Kakkad’s poem 

“Vazhivettunnavarot” (“വഴി വവട്ടുന്നവര ോട്”; “To those who Mow the Way”; my 

trans.) deprecate the conventional social attitude of discouraging and victimising those who 

engage in new efforts. The reluctance to accept change obstructs progress. Those who open 

new paths surviving and challenging obstacles are met with punishments; but only such 

daring ones alone are able to bring new possibilities. Preference to be blind towards infinite 

number of possibilities make the larger community to be within the ‘safe zone’ of 

meaningless and silly daily struggles and competition with each other. There arise so many 

justifications in support of this life in safe zone. Society also seeks the protection of laws, 

regulations, customs, and rituals which are actually mere constructions. A group of people are 

appointed for the preservation and execution of these laws. They die leading a mechanical 

life. Both works are analysed here as socio-political critiques. 
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 The novella Jonathan Livingston Seagull by Richard Bach and the poem 

“Vazhivettunnavarot” by N.N Kakkad reflects the socio-political atmosphere which truncates 

progress in the society. Those who think differently and take efforts are unaccepted and 

marginalised. Attempts are made to cut them away from the body of the society instead of 

promoting their new ideas which are capable of bringing tremendous changes.  

 B.R.P Bhaskar says “Kakkad penned his poems at a time when Kerala was 

undergoing social and political changes whose effects are still being felt. He was sensitive to 

the changes occurring around him”. It was during the period of emergency that he wrote 

“Vazhivettunnavarot”. The one who tries to mow the way is given a series of advises and 

finally the advises attain the form of threats. The society tells him/her who is the 

representative of progressive thinkers who tries to bring something new, that the best way to 

choose is the one through which the majority walks. As generally everyone walk through it, it 

has become the wider one. Creating new path is an act that has disastrous consequences. The 

one who tries has to go through certain ritualistic performances like fasting, meditation, and 

penance putting the body to pain. So many life threatening dangers await him/her in the 

forest. Man-eating evil spirits lay there hungry. Those who have entered the forest have all 

become mere skulls so far. Nobody did come back. Even if the new one passes this hill of the 

bones of the previous people, there is a fast running river with so many eddies and whirls and 

in which there are snakes and alligators. After that there are two more rivers– one is full of 

poison and fire in another. One has a demon expelling poisonous gas and the other has a 

demon spitting ember as its guard. The society promises the one that they will honour him or 

her accepting as the ‘leader’, in a grand manner, if the person overcomes all the troubles. 

After a daylong festivity of honour, in the night, the ‘leader’ will be sacrificed as an offering 

to the deity in order to get rid of all evils affecting the new way. A monument will be piled up 

for the person. The path will be named after the ‘great leader’. A promise is given that every 
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year they will conduct a ritual in memory of mowing the way for the sake of it. They vow 

that they will be vigilant not to allow anyone to enter this path and ‘defile’ it. The poem ends 

with the declaration that they will go only through the old road and the new path is just for 

the sake of itself.  

 Richard Bach presents human world with the symbolic representation of seagull 

community. Jonathan Livingston was a seagull with new and different perspectives towards 

life. He was disinterested in the ordinary seagull life quarrelling with each other for food and 

power without any other aims and efforts. Jonathan had unending enthusiasm towards new 

ideas and different possibilities. He was hardworking and eager for new undertakings. He 

struggled to attain more and more knowledge and make use of his capacities. He 

experimented in flying. Failures taught him new things and did not affect his energy. 

Discouragement by adverse circumstances was only temporary. He took pleasure in the joy, 

beauty, and power of speed and the freedom it brings.  

Usually seagulls would not falter and stall. They considered it shameful to do so. 

They fly only with the aim of collecting food. They used not to try to attain expertise in 

flying or to attain more knowledge in this regard. They all attacked Jonathan’s efforts. His 

parents too advised him to withdraw from it and to live like an ordinary seagull and to leave 

such attempts to other bird species. According to the Council of Flock, “Life is the unknown 

and the unknowable, except that we are put into this world to eat, to stay alive as long as we 

possibly can” (Bach, 2003, 10). Elders found his irresponsible acts disgraceful for the dignity 

and tradition of the gull society. They ordered his excision and solitary life in any faraway 

place. Jonathan violated one more rule of not questioning the Flock Council: “ 

‘Irresponsibility? My brothers!’ he cried. ‘Who is more responsible than a gull who finds and 

follows a meaning, a higher purpose for life? For a thousand years we have scrabbled after 

fish heads, but now we have a reason to live — to learn, to discover, to be free! Give me one 
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chance, let me show you what I’ve found ...’ ” (Bach, 2003, 10). They were not ready to hear 

him. They “refused to open their eyes and see” (10); “they solemnly closed their ears and 

turned their backs upon him” (10). 

 Jonathan, who lived a separate life as an outcaste, learned more and more things each 

day– flying faster and faster, better ways of food gathering, sleeping in the air, facing wind 

and overcoming sea fog more successfully etc. These knowledge would have been helpful to 

every seagulls but they kept themselves ignorant. Anger and fear spoiled their lives. He once 

met two seagulls who also were trying to find new height by learning and practicing. The 

encouragement from them doubled Jonathan’s performance though he was not young 

anymore. The energy he got from their support and approval helped him to use his capacities 

more boomingly. He could meet a few more seagulls who too were ‘creating new paths’.  

They were all experimenting with their own unique methods in flying. Jonathan became more 

conscious of the need to study a lot more. All are seeking perfection. 

 Sullivan was instructing the newly met birds. There was an elder named Chiang who 

was a profound scholar. Jonathan became his disciple and got to know so many things. 

Chiang told him that heaven is not a place or time but perfection. Place and time are 

meaningless. It is possible for one to go to any place and time if they wish. One can fly as fast 

as thoughts. Power of mind can lead one towards perfection. Chiang took him to another 

planet. He instructed his student that similarly as they overpowered place, it is also 

achievable to overpower time. Before leaving him, the great teacher told his special student to 

“keep working on love” (18). These seagulls were all upholding the values of love, 

forgiveness, and cooperation. Jonathan then goes back to earth to help those in earth. He felt 

that there may be some people to listen to him. 

Jonathan met Fletcher Seagull who was also made an outcaste like himself and began 

to instruct him. Gradually six more students joined them. As per Jonathan’s decision they 
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reached the flock which declared them outcastes, violating the rule that outcastes never 

return. Elders ordered to ignore them as the law is: “The gull who speaks to an Outcast is 

himself Outcast. The gull who looks upon an Outcast breaks the Law of the Flock” (24). 

 Jonathan and his students started practicing at the Council Beach. Each student 

exhibited their special talents under the guidance of Jonathan. Some birds from the flock did 

go near them– some with doubtful eyes and some being wondered at their performance. Birds 

began to approach the teacher for guidance. A handicapped student could make wonders as 

Jonathan boosted him. At first many of the birds went near them only in darkness being 

afraid of excommunication but later they began to reach there unafraid. Jonathan Livingston 

Seagull spoke to them on the value of freedom. He said: “The only true law is that which 

leads to freedom…” (25). The new gulls doubted whether they can achieve what Jonathan 

could because they felt him to have special, gifted, and divine abilities. Jonathan tried to 

convince them that he and his students are not special ones but ordinary ones who realised 

their capacities and flourished it with practice. Their success resulted out of maximum 

utilisation of talents and inborn capacities with strong will and hard work. 

Fletcher seagull once asks Jonathan how he is able to love the flock even if they had 

tried to kill him. His answer was this: “Oh, Fletch, you don’t love that! You don’t love hatred 

and evil, of course. You have to practice and see the real gull, the good in every one of them, 

and to help them see it in themselves. That’s what I mean by love” (27). 

One day, Jonathan disappeared placing Fletcher as his successor as the instructor. 

Before vanishing he told Fletcher: “Don’t let them spread silly rumours about me, or make 

me a god. O.K., Fletch? I’m a seagull. I like to fly…” (28). He also gave him an advice: 

Don’t believe what your eyes are telling you. All they show is limitation. Look with your 

understanding, find out what you already know, and you’ll see the way to fly” (28). Part 

Three ends where Fletcher guides new students and strongly desires to learn more and more 
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by himself. He says thinking of Jonathan in his mind and understanding his idea of 

limitlessness of capacities and possibilities: “…the time’s not distant when I’m going to 

appear out of thin air on your beach, and show you a thing or two about flying!” (28). 

The part four of the novella appeared in 2014. It was in 1970 that the work was 

published as a book and previously it had been published as a series in 1960s. The author 

says that he had written the fourth chapter earlier itself but he felt the last chapter unnecessary 

as he thought the story is complete by three chapters. The chapter was kept unpublished and 

was found out later. It was then published as it has relevance in the world where “the forces 

of rulers and ritual slowly, slowly will kill our freedom to live as we choose” as said in the 

“Last Words” of the book (Bach, 2015). 

The last part depicts a period long after Jonathan’s leaving. The new generation of 

seagulls became lazy, disinterested in hard work. They also lacked the sense of oneness. They 

were interested only in revering the birds who achieved great things in flying, especially 

Jonathan Livingston, and extolling them. They preferred to refer to them as some special ones 

with extra-ordinary divine talents. Fletcher and others tried to direct them properly. Fletcher 

advised them to work hard and tried to convince them that everyone on whom they ascribe 

divinity were ordinary seagulls like them; but advises were of no use. Many shrines were 

made to revere ‘special’ ones. All the students of Jonathan and finally Fletcher died. Pebbles 

piled up and became Sacred Rocks to worship. So many customs emerged gradually. 

Actually it resulted out of flock’s consternation. They prayed to Jonathan like this: “Ho-

Jonathak-Gullak-Great Gullak-oneak-have-pity-on-we-who-are-lower-than-sandfleas…” 

(Bach, 2015). “The symbol of Jonathan’s teaching became a smooth pebble. Then later, any 

old rock would do. It was the worst possible symbol for a bird who had come to teach the joy 

of flight, but nobody seemed to notice. At least, nobody who mattered in the flock” (Bach, 

2015). Finally this happened:  
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In less than two hundred years nearly every element of Jonathan’s 

teaching was taken out of daily practice by the simple pronouncement that it 

was Holy, and beyond the aspiration of common gulls, lower-than-sandfleas. 

In time, the rites and ceremonies that were planted around the name of 

Jonathan Seagull became obsessive. Any thinking gull altered course in the air 

so as not to even fly in sight of the cairns, built as they were on the ceremony 

and superstition of those who preferred excuses for failure instead of hard 

work and greatness. (Bach, 2015) 

But there always will be some people who go on with some efforts and undertakings 

which take society and history further. Anthony Seagull tried flight experiments rejecting the 

name of Jonathan (by then Jonathan’s name and ideas were misused by flock leaders). He felt 

dissatisfaction at the meaningless, purposeless, colorless, illogical, and futile lives lead by 

seagulls. Anthony and some others rejected the constructed rituals in the name of Jonathan 

Livingston Seagull. Anthony once felt depressed at the weary life that they all lead and 

attempted to commit suicide by diving into water. But at that moment he saw a seagull 

practicing flying fantastically astonishing and inspiring him. As he enquired the one about 

this miraculous performance, he said it requires practice. The novella ends where Anthony 

asks him who he is and the one answering to call him Jon. 

Jonathan lies in everyone but many are not using the capabilities. Instead they tend to 

attack Jonathans. They are not honest to not only the whole society and future generations but 

also to themselves. It is notable that as represented in both “Vazhivettunnavarot” and 

Jonathan Livingston Seagull, people in order to justify their laziness, selfish interests, and 

acts connects them with belief system and rituals and brings a spiritual dimension to it. For 

this purpose, customs, evil spirits and concepts of holiness are constructed. They create an 

atmosphere of fear. This fear prevents new and different thoughts and acts. When Kakkad 
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lambastes these kinds of obstructive acts Bach hopes there would be new ventures in all 

periods of history among all generation leading the society and history forward. 
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